Evaluating the Effectiveness of the Family Court Enhancement Project in the Cook County
Circuit Court Domestic Violence Court, Chicago, IL
Presented by Anna Monarski, Center for Urban Research & Learning
ABSTRACT
The Center for Urban Research and Learning (CURL)
in partnership with the Circuit Court of Cook County
Domestic Violence Division have examined the Family
Court Enhancement Project (FCEP), a series of federally
funded initiatives implemented at the domestic violence
court to improve safety outcomes for order of protection
litigants who share children while increasing a sense of
procedural justice in a high volume urban domestic violence
court division primarily serving litigants from communities
of color.

To what extent has the FCEP increased the safe
and fair child-related remedies in OPs for
litigants and their children?
What is the long-term impact of FCEP activities
on facilitating parenting arrangements that
protect the emotional and physical wellbeing of
victimized parents and their children?

INTRODUCTION
FCEP was developed and funded by the Office on
Violence Against Women Department of Justice in 2015.
Beginning in 2016, the aim of the program was to build the
capacity of the Domestic Violence Division to achieve
parenting arrangements that protect the safety of victimized
parents and their children impacted by domestic violence in
Order of Protection proceedings. An additional goal was to
balance the child(ren)’s developmental interests in having
contact with lower-risk respondent-parents whenever
possible.
Under this funding, the local FCEP’s main interventions
were:
(1) Training for judges, attorneys, and victim advocates
focused on an FCEP-specific conception of risk;
(2) The addition of specialized staff (Child-Relief Expediter
and Supervised Visitation Liaison) to assist parents and the
court in reaching safe and fair parenting arrangements;
(3) The provision of educational materials related to child
custody and visitation for self-represented petitionervictims upon their first arrival at the court.
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METHODS & RESEARCH DESIGN
The study employs a mixed-methods approach, including
quasi-experimental research. These methods include:
1) Pre- and post-FCEP coding of the application of training on
remedy requests, hearing interactions, OP decisions, and
FCEP staff outcome data;
2) Zoom interviews and focus groups with attorneys,
advocates, judges, petitioners, respondents, and FCEP staff;
3) Calculations of violations of OPs within six months after
issuance (pre- and post-FCEP).
Recruitment and conducting of qualitative interviews are
still ongoing as we have yet to reach our goal sample of
litigant parents. As of now, we have conducted 28 interviews,
14 of which are with petitioners and 5 with respondent
parents, as well as 9 most recently with judges.

DISCUSSION OF THE IMPACT OF COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a particular impact on the functioning of the DV court
and FCEP program. During the pandemic, the CRE has continued to offer her services
remotely. However, no additional FCEP trainings have been held, and it is unclear whether the
FCEP educational materials have been distributed to litigants filing their OPs. Finally, with
high turnover of staff and judges, we infer that the sustainability of FCEP has been unstable
for some time. For the first part of the pandemic, the courthouse was shutdown and not open to
litigants. Those with active orders of protection were automatically extended. It is not until the
last year or so that the court shifted to virtual court hearings. During the pandemic, all OP
court proceedings have occurred virtually over Zoom.
The pandemic has drastically increased the percentage of folks experiencing domestic
violence; unfortunately, this has meant an overflowing court call. Many litigants have noted
the short time spent in front of the judges and how often they are not allowed to share their
experiences with the judge before making their judgement. For many, this made them feel
unheard and invalidated the traumatic experiences they are coming to the court with. Many
survivor parents also felt deeply uncomfortable during their public Zoom court experience.
The domestic violence court has always functioned as a public court, but participants are
feeling especially on display as other litigants can fully see and hear their hearing. These Zoom
hearings may be further traumatizing and potentially compromising the safety of survivors.

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS
Due to ongoing conducting of qualitative interviews,
the coding nodes in NVivo are developed but overall
coding of the completed interviews is still in its early
stages. While results have not been finalized,
preliminary patterns have begun to emerge
based on completed interviews.
Experiences with the Child Relief Expediter have
been especially integral to the success of parents
feeling more safe with their OPs and co-parenting
plans.
Experiences with the CRE were often a relief
from the rigidity of the court environment.
For survivor parents, it was often a safe space
separate from their abusive partner.
Participants preferred to organically and
informally adjust their parenting plans in a way
that allowed autonomy over their parenting choices
without having to go through the court process that
many find intimidating and inefficient.
Informal changes have included both easing
and restricting parenting freedoms depending
on each participants’ experiences.
In most cases it was the petitioner/survivor
parent deciding how to adjust the parenting
plan, centering the needs and desires of their
children.
Parent litigants were quite vocal about their
overall court experiences, most of which were
uncomfortable, nerve-wracking, and disappointing.

REFLECTION
The findings of this study will serve to inform best practices for courts in child
custody/visitation remedies in OPs when risk is the highest for victims. It is an honor to
work on a project that has a direct hand in improving the safety of vulnerable parents and
children. The majority of my time on the project has been spent transcribing interviews
with litigants, in which the participants have been incredibly vulnerable in sharing their
unique and personal joys, struggles, and stories of parenting before and during their OPs. It
is special to hear these fundamentally human experiences, but it also can be emotionally
taxing. I haven't gotten to experience conducting an interview, but I can imagine that these
feelings are only exacerbated in that setting. Radical self-care, internal and external
support systems, and boundary-setting are all important for the researchers working with
this project to keep at the forefront of their practice in order to continue to do this
meaningful work. Each interview opens with asking about how the parent's children bring
them joy. This is my favorite part of each one. As difficult as it can be to engage with this
work, having a small role in protecting and promoting that joy gives me hope and pride.
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